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THESIS ABSTRACT 
Awkward exchange describes processes of making art that revolve around the creation of 
‘constellations’ of diverse references that inform the production of paintings and exhibitions. 
Overall it represents a humble position of uncertain outcomes.  Awkward exchange refers to 
both an engagement in material practices and a communicative agency with an audience.  It 
proposes uncertainty as a productive position for thinking and working through relationships 
between images, texts and other references. The notion of awkward exchange serves as the 
rationale for my practice and the function or meaning of the work I make.  Painting can be 
viewed as a site whose primary purpose is delivering signs for visual engagement – this alone 
sets it up as an extremely complex site – one that deals in spaces of slippage between reality 
and its representation, between the real and the experienced, imagined, remembered. These 
slippages between reality, representation and meaning make for fertile ground through which 
painting continues to generate uncertainty, leading to uneasy translations and subsequently, a 
rich plurality of possible meanings.  My personal approach to this takes as its focus the 
relationship between image and material in what is generally understood as representational 
painting and in the specific processes that mobilise these in the production of uncertain and 
multiple meanings.  It generates an exchange with the audience, awkward by virtue of the 
fact that there is no singular or explicit pathway through painting that can categorically 
connect my intention to their responses.  Painting as selection, as constellation, as translation 
and as cinematic constitute a summary of these interconnected processes.  An elaboration of 
these reveals the way that awkward exchange leverages ethical dimensions of uncertainty and 
non-meaning through its generation of multiple and ambiguous meanings. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Early in the process of making this I was asked to think about two questions – “What can 
painting aspire to? And “How does it deliver?” And I decided that the answer to both these 
questions for me was ‘awkward exchange’. 
Awkward exchange represents a humble position of uncertain outcomes. In a sense it serves 
as the rationale for my practice and the function or meaning of the work I make. It describes 
processes of working that revolve around the creation of ‘constellations’ of diverse references 
that inform the production of paintings and exhibitions.  
Painting can be viewed as a site whose primary purpose is delivering signs for visual 
engagement – this alone sets it up as an extremely complex site – one that deals in spaces of 
slippage between reality and its representation, between the real and the experienced, 
imagined, remembered. These slippages between reality, representation and meaning make 
for fertile ground through which painting continually generates uncertainty, leading to uneasy 
translations and subsequently, a rich plurality of possible meanings.  
Working from visual cues, namely images as sources that resonate for me with certain ideas 
and that generate associative responses with other images, I aim to make work that resonates 
in turn, for an imagined audience. In short, meanings are produced by bringing together 
disparate sources – images and other references – through painting. Trading on the 
associative responses that an audience brings to those images, an awkward exchange is 
generated. 
My personal approach to this takes as its focus, the relationship between image and material 
in what is generally understood as representational painting and in the specific processes that 
mobilise these in the production of uncertain and multiple meanings. Such an approach 
generates an exchange with the audience, awkward by virtue of the fact that there is no 
singular or explicit pathway through painting that can connect my intention to audience 
responses.  
I am looking at the idea of exchange in a number of ways. Exchange between oneself and 
other/s, with the world – the negotiation of images, texts, environments, other bodies – all of 
which necessitate an awareness and negotiation of boundaries - psychic, spiritual, physical, 
porous. Awkward exchange is about more than the moment in which an audience encounters 
paintings.  
Chapter One, examines three interconnected process that engage awkward exchange in 
different ways. These are: the selection of images as sources for paintings, the bringing 
together of these sources in ‘constellation’ and the way that these primary sources and 
constructed constellations are translated in paint. 
Painting as Selection, looks at the consequences of choices made about images as sources for 
making paintings. Marlee Dumas and Wilhelm Sasnal work from diverse libraries of 
collected source imagery and their rationale for this resonates with my own. Painting as 
Constellation presents a specific case study in order to illustrate the way in which source 
images are edited and combined into different relationships or constellations that inform the 
production of a single painting through which they are synthesised. Painting in response to a 
source image, as opposed to pure reproduction of an image, complicates the 'certainty' of that 
image. In Painting as Translation, visual non-sequiturs create freedom for exploration 
xii 
between multiple ideas and interpretations. In this space, concepts form organically and are 
freed from ready associations. The coalescence of disparate sources engenders a parallel 
coalescence of meanings when translated through painting.  In these ways, the ideas of 
painting as selection, as constellation and as translation are explored as a means of showing 
the ways in which each painting is the product of processes of awkward exchange because of 
the tensions that arise in attempts to relate, interpret and re-present. The painting is 
constituted as a by-product of each process and their interaction.1 
In Chapter Two, paintings become dialogic entries into the constellation of sources they 
come from. A whole series of paintings when viewed together, can be seen to constitute a 
constellation of new reference points for generating awkward exchange. Here through the 
‘uncertain dialogue’ between paintings, the awkward exchange operates between points in 
the constellation and the lines that are drawn to connect and interpret them. Again, specific 
illustrations, instance and an analysis of two distinct bodies of work will make this clear. 
These references are Rasmus Nilausen’s, ‘Sysyphus, Rhopography and a Headless Chicken’, 
and ‘Pale Blue Dot Dot Dot’, a collection of my own paintings exhibited in 2017.  
Having further established by way of these examples, the way in which ambiguity and 
uncertainty are employed in my own work and that of other artists, the second half of this 
chapter delves more thoroughly into why uncertainty is such a productive framework for the 
practice of painting. This section, The Ethics of Uncertainty, is divided into 3 sub-sections 
each of which articulates a particular point of reference for awkward exchange: the 
theoretical component of this project resolves around its own constellation of reference 
points. 
Finally, Chapter Three looks at the way awkward exchange can operate between painting and 
its audience. To this end, the space of the exhibition is regarded as a threshold that must be 
negotiated. Returning to the works from ‘Pale Blue Dot Dot Dot’ that were discussed earlier, 
and taking the specific response to these by artist and writer Mitchel Cumming, the first part 
of this chapter looks at the way the exhibition threshold is traversed in awkward exchange. 
Following this, I aim to clarify the quality of the exhibition threshold. Again the qualitative 
illustration of this idea is framed by a set of diverse reference points. In this instance, two 
essays, by Jan Verwoert and Alessandro Rabbottini respectively, and the Film Land of 
Madness by Luc Moullet comprise the overall constellation. 
Throughout this paper I will reiterate the ways in which awkward exchange refers to both an 
engagement in material practice as well as to a communicative agency with an audience. It 
proposes uncertainty as a productive position for thinking and working through relationships 
between images, texts and other references. 
1 This thesis represents a constellation of reference points and ideas held together in one 
possible configuration, an attempt to exchange awkwardly with you as you read it. The thesis 
is presented as a type of painting, that is, as selection, as constellation, as translation.  
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CHAPTER 1 
Awkward Exchange: Diverse Sources 
I find myself surrounded by images. 
This is it. 
The imagery is what I rely on. 
I carefully select and reorganise as part of my working method. 
This results in a personal selection 
A private collection, 
Which I love to show. 
In this sense, cut and paste is important, 
As a social phenomenon, that is. (…) 
Images become my own when I revisit them as paintings2 
- Rasmus Nilausen
This chapter considers painting as selection, as constellation and as translation. Three distinct 
yet interconnected processes, each of which is instrumental in generating the awkward 
exchange I have identified as integral to my practice of and motivation for, painting. The 
primary focus here is on the way that constellations of source material inform the production 
of a single painting. These constellations might comprise diverse references; images, texts, 
ideas or concepts, the practice of another artist, a single example of another artist’s work. 
However, I start with images, because like Rasmus Nilausen, (the Barcelona based painter 
quoted above), I too find myself surrounded by images. (Fig. 1) Pertinent to this discussion 
are the basis on which these images are selected, the implications of working from them, the 
ways these images are put together and combined or ‘constellated’ with other reference 
materials, and what happens when these are singly or collectively translated through 
painting. 
As image collecting, contemplating and editing (or ‘constellating’) underpins my practice in 
painting, it follows that I recognise an affinity with other artists for whom these processes are 
similarly significant elements of their practice or bear particularly on the outcomes of their 
work. The contemporary South African painter Marlene Dumas’ studio for example, houses 
an archive of collected source material that spans over 40 years. It includes found images 
from newspapers, magazines, the internet, her own photographs, sketches she has made and 
also pieces of text that have seemed significant to her in some way. Her personal archive is 
particularly fascinating because, in this digital age, it exists largely in hard copy, carefully 
organised in a system of labelled folders according to categories that have emerged as 
relevant to the artist’s thinking and practice throughout her entire career as a painter. (Fig. 2.) 
2 Rasmus Nilausen, ‘Surrounded by Images,’ an essay on painting from the artist’s website – 
rasmusnilausen.dk (accessed by the author – 29/08/18.) 
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For Polish artist Wilhelm Sasnal – who also works from a wide range of existing images and 
personal photographs as the source for his paintings – an instinctive approach to image 
selection is justified by a firm belief in the capacity for any image to “speak in troubling 
depth.”3 Common to both these examples is a recognition of the slippery and uncertain nature 
of images generally and the way this bears on the paintings they make. 
The manner in which an image is translated as painting is also significant to this discussion. 
For example, some of Wilhelm Sasnal’s earliest paintings rendered his source imagery in 
quite graphic yet painterly monochrome ‘drawings’ that reduce an image to a bare minimum 
of information. This is expressed in surfaces and voids, painted planes and intrusions across 
them. (Fig. 3-4.) The key point here is that painting transforms the photographic image in 
different ways and to varying degrees. This chapter looks at the way painting lends itself to 
engaging the uncertain nature of images so that there is some embedded content beyond the 
painterly surface, which is accessible through it via the transformation it has made of the 
source image. 
i) Painting as Selection
There are numerous reasons why source materials are chosen and this process of selection is 
integral to the production of a painting impacting as it does, on the way meanings are 
produced and delivered.  Dumas has described her use of many and seemingly unrelated 
images to “believing in many things at once”.4 Her approach to painting recognises the set of 
contingent processes upon which meaning depends. The free play between concepts and 
images in the studio as she works makes a space for things to emerge by chance. It signals an 
opening to multiple possibilities of meaning, a suggestive space in which the audience can 
relate through a process of their own associations and interpretation. For Dumas, the belief in 
multiple meanings is also about destabilising hierarchies of what is valuable to communicate 
and therefore what constitutes valuable knowledge.  
“There is the idea that in trying to show what you think about the world you show everything 
and in this way you don’t make a hierarchical statement about what might be a better thought 
or a better image”.5 There is a degree of anxiety implicit to Dumas’ relationship with images 
and she has frequently drawn attention to the suspect nature of images and of media more 
generally. Pointing to the way in which an image can mean whatever to whomever and 
whenever, she highlights the general instability and relativity of meaning itself and the failure 
of representation to approach something like truth.  
Speaking of his choices regarding source images, Sasnal has described his motivation in 
terms of a sort of anger or anxiety toward certain subjects to which certain images must refer 
for him. In the past he has made an important distinction in saying that one can be 
3 Dominic Eichler, Jörg Heiser, and Andrzej Przywara, Wilhelm Sasnal (London: Phaidon 
Press, 2011). 21. 
4 Marlene Dumas et al., Marlene Dumas: Measuring Your Own Grave (Los Angeles: 
Museum of Contemporary Art, 2008). 40. 
5 Ibid. 42. 
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“instinctive but not naïve”.6 That is to say that choices about images as sources are also 
always purposefully motivated even when intuitive or instinctive. Like Dumas, his approach 
to images recognises the slippery nature of context and a levelling of values that can be 
accessible through them. He has described the way that one can access meaning through 
images as “horizontal availability”.7 He seems to say that through an image’s associative 
references or connections one reaches something and ‘makes contact’ with that image. For 
Sasnal, engagement with visual culture through images actually functions to diminish one’s 
anxiety about who, what and how we are. Images provide a way of mapping out a space of 
identification for one’s instinctual understanding of the world. Most importantly, images 
reveal something about the way we understand actively through a slippery process subject to 
shifts and transitions and reorientations. Because we cannot understand the world, 
understanding might be recognised as an endless navigation of images and what they seem to 
mean to us.  
6 Eichler, Heiser, and Przywara. 23. 
7 Ibid. 22. 
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Figure 1. Maggie Brink, Untitled (Photograph of the authors studio), 2018. 
Figure 2. Screenshot by author, ‘Marlene Dumas: About Her Work and the Show at 
Fondation Beyeler’, YouTube video, 16:21. 
5 
Figure 3. Wilhelm Sasnal, Acapulco, 2011. Oil on Canvas 40 x 50 cm. 
Figure 4. Wilhelm Sasnal, Untitled, 2013. Oil on canvas, 70 x 90 cm. 
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There is a tension implicit in working from source images. Whether they see it as an implicit 
ethical dimension of practice (Dumas) or a resolvable or at least negotiable space of tension, 
(Sasnal), both artists refer to an anxiety and uncertainty that underscores their engagement 
with images.  This is largely tied to meaning - the arbitrary and fluid making of it and the 
underlying desire or drive, shared by artist and audience - to have or find it.  
In regard to my own selection of source images, the perspective on seeing described by 
Modernist Italian photographer Luigi Ghirri has been influential. Ghirri has talked about and 
has predominantly taken photographs whose subjects are everyday objects, “things found in 
our ordinary field of vision” 8 (Fig. 5-6.), things that he believed we typically look at in a 
passive way. Ghirri assumes a certain taking for granted on behalf of the seeing subject.  For 
Ghirri, the frame of the photograph isolates something from the continuity of its usual reality 
and therefore also isolates new meanings for it. He doesn’t say explicitly what these are and 
one might assume that he sees this as the very function of the image, to draw out other 
meanings and generate a shift in the way an audience views something passively, to a more 
engaged or active seeing one that engages with meaning on some other level. 
My own selection of images can also be framed through Ghirri’s lens. As a painter, I am 
intuitively interested in Ghirri’s photographic images and the way that he talks about them 
because underlying them is a perspective on seeing that coincides with my own. Ghirri’s idea 
is that in isolating the subject of a photograph from the context of its reality beyond the 
frame, exposes other readings and meanings and creates a launching point for critical 
discourse about what is seen and how it is read. I believe this is what Ghirri means when he 
describes a space in which we begin to “look actively”.9 
Any painting made from images deals with representational failure. In other words, all 
representation is also an address to representational failure, an implicit recognition of its 
slippery underside in which seemingly intelligible forms lose clarity or defy rational 
understanding. These are the limits and contradictions that one works with when working 
from images. And this is heightened by an historical assumption that visual representation is 
made up of signs that can be read in some straightforward way. It also underlines our desire 
for meaning, for images to mean something.  
8 Luigi Ghirri, The Complete Essays 1973 - 1991 (United Kingdom: MACK, 2016). 17. 
9 Ibid. 30. 
7 
Figure 5. Luigi Ghirri, Ortobello, 1974. © Succession Luigi Ghirri. 
Figure 6. Luigi Ghirri, Verso Lagosanto, 1987. Vintage C- print 31.5 x 50.7 cm. 
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ii) Painting as Constellation
The notion of the constellation is important to me because if my paintings can be said to be 
‘about’ anything in an overarching sense, then it is the sum of associations derived from 
unrelated sources held together in constellation. The work is about the exchange itself 
between these disparate elements, a relationship between what they might possibly mean. It is 
always about attempts to show what I mean through what means in various way to me. This 
is what the constellations I am describing are representative of. Looking specifically at my 
painting Alien in the Shower (Fig. 7) and the image constellation from which it derives some 
of its meaning, I will show the way in which this fundamental ambiguity is always at the 
heart of images and representational painting. 
I speak above about images. However, the material that constitutes these constellations are 
also texts, phrases, identities, any manner of visual, textual or material reference that I have 
collected and placed together. Alien in the Shower is about relating to constellated source 
material in a personal way; and it is also about underlying concerns I have with 
representation and frustrations of desire for things to be readable or have explicit concrete 
meaning. The specific constellation of sources for this painting are; Paul Thek’s newspaper 
paintings, Rene Daniels’ Mystic Transportation, and examples of graffiti. (Fig. 8 – 12.) 
One particular painting (Fig. 13.) by Paul Thek, shares the vulnerability common to all his 
paintings on newspaper, as a gesture to ephemerality and fragile materiality. The painting 
depicts a banner, that bears a squiggled sort of line in place of text (on other paintings a word 
is clearly discernible on similar banners.) This mark recedes into the texture of its 
background, painted in blues and greens - a consistency aligned with the apparently careless 
intentionality of its daubed application. What is it about this painting that I am so attracted 
to? Beyond its painterly balance of directness and simplicity, its economy of gesture, it is the 
symbol of the banner and its paradoxical muteness that captures me. I myself photograph 
blank and obscured signs wherever I see them. They form part of what is evolving into an 
individual symbolic code or mythology. I also collect images of signs where I feel that the 
structure or architecture supporting them is interesting. I imagine paintings in their place, on 
whatever support or structure, ropes or frames, that are used to present them. (Fig. 14.) These 
found images refer to an unreadibility of painting and images generally. They (signs/banners) 
are like blank spaces for the insertion of meaning or images or texts of significance bearing a 
straightforward explanation. They offer a way to give context to something else and I am 
excited anywhere that I see this type of meaning-function frustrated. Imagining paintings 
displayed this way is part of a dialogue about the failure of representation, the suspect nature 
of images and as an alternative to an idealist view of art where there is an expectation of an 
ultimate readability to be found in transparent translation. 
The painting Mystic Transportation by Rene Daniels is another reference point in my 
constellation. Daniels’ work depicts something like a no man’s land between visual poetry, 
art history, literature and the everyday, gesturing toward ambiguity and double meanings. I 
am specifically interested in the repetition of this type of image in multiple other paintings by 
Daniels. (Fig. 15.) But this is the one that I am in love with. The repetition of a central motif 
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– bow ties that are actually representations of space, semi-unfolded rooms – appears across
many of his paintings and reads like a refrain. These paintings frustrate in a similar manner to
Thek’s banners. Both correlate with forms of graffiti in terms of the immediacy with which
they are rendered, as well as their repetition.
As far as graffiti represents another constellation point, many of my paintings re-present text 
and/or images made anonymously in public place, on walls, in wet concrete and so on. (Fig. 
16.)  I find this type of purposive public mark making interesting when the spontaneous 
gesture is read as a kind of intended meaningful engagement with an environment, both 
psychic and physical, but whose actual meaning or message remains explicitly unclear, 
nonsensical or somehow abstract. Usually there is an absurdist reference in both the original 
image/text of the graffiti (like a silent scream) and in the act of reproducing them somewhat 
carelessly but faithfully as paintings. This presentation perpetuates their vague or speculative 
meaning-content, imbuing it with greater implied significance. This is the frame through 
which I read the two paintings mentioned above, both Thek’s empty banner and Daniel’s 
Mystic Transportation (or my intuitive response to them at any rate.) It is significant in terms 
purely related to paint’s materiality and its application on a surface support and how this 
underscores the tension between figuration and abstraction in painting.  
The painters discussed here, practice painting in such a way that whilst they may be classified 
as figurative or representational painters, one always remains aware of the paint itself, the 
gesture and the materiality of the work. This is reflective of an attitude to painting that goes 
beyond the merely technical and aesthetic, and points to an intention and conceptual outlook 
common to their respective work. It refers to ways of seeing, ways of knowing/thinking and 
ways of producing.  
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Figure 7. Maggie Brink, 
Alien in the Shower, oil 
on canvas, 78 x 92 cm, 
Reading Room, 
Melbourne, 2018. 
Figure 8. Paul Thek, 
Diligence, acrylic on 
newspaper, 58.4 x 73.7 
cm, Alexander and Bonin 
Gallery. 
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Figure 9. Paul Thek, Dust, 1988, acrylic and gesso on newspaper, 58.4 x 73.7 cm. 
Figure 10. Rene Daniels, Mystic Transportation, 1987. Oil paint on canvas, 150.6 x 
200.3 cm. 
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Figure 11. Example of a graffiti related source image from the authors archive of thematised 
source material, (‘ALIENS ARE REAL’) found image. 
Figure 12. Example of a graffiti related source image from the authors archive of thematised 
source material, (‘Alien Face’) found image. 
Figure 13. Paul Thek, Title unknown, acrylic and gesso on newspaper. Saved image from the 
authors image archive.  
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Figure 14. Collage of collected source material from the authors image archive. Original 
photographs by author. 
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Figure 15. René Daniels, Installation view, 'Fragments from an Unfinished Novel', WIELS, 
2018. 
Figure 16. Maggie Brink, Untitled (cement painting), oil on canvas paper, 36 x 23 cm. 
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iii) Painting as Translation
Marlene Dumas makes a distinction between the photograph that can be taken and the 
painting that always has to be made –  in the sense of having to be made up. From nothing 
something is rendered visible through a series of processual choices. If images are suspect 
and paintings will always operate on a shifting scale of personal and universal values, 
(depending on who is looking and when), then these choices are lent a more overtly political 
or critical dimension. For Dumas this is tantamount to an ethical dimension at the heart of the 
practice of painting.  
In my own practice the free play between ideas and images is also very important. One is 
allowed to recognise something that occurs whilst working outside of predetermined 
outcomes that are established ahead of making. Working in paint exacerbates this condition. 
Paint's specific material qualities - its temporal aspect which creates space to respond to
mistakes, allows revisions and a succession of choices to be made as one works – are what 
constitute the demands of the painting through processes of working in time. 
Sydney-based contemporary painter, Jelena Telecki, speaking on the materiality and time 
specific to oil painting has said,  
"…I like that medium, it’s very forgiving. I can change my paintings a lot… none of 
these paintings were just painted in one go. Sometimes I like to erase the work 
completely and start from the beginning – that can happen 30, 40 times. Painting in 
general is an incredibly forgiving medium and it really gives you space to change 
your mind and change maybe even the whole idea!”10 
Ultimately there is a degree of uncertainty in the outcomes of painting. This uncertainty can 
be reduced, even eliminated by mastery of technical processes, planning and executing 
accordingly. However, in my own practice of painting, I work to actively exacerbate these 
uncertainties.  
Dumas has insisted on the importance for the work to remain identifiable as paint. Telecki 
has made similar comments to the effect that a good painting must be recognisable as 
painting.11 (Fig. 17-18.)  In fact, common to all the painters I am most moved by, and 
including those that I write about here, is a tension that prevails between the figurative and 
abstract across the surface or support on which they work. Whilst in general these artists can 
be said to work within a figurative or at least representational tradition of painting, one 
remains at all times, aware of the paint itself in both its materiality and in the gesture 
employed in its manipulation. 
10 Jelena Telecki, NEW14 Artist Interview, ACCA 2014,” YouTube video, 3:00, posted by 
“acca_melbourne,” April 29, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gz7xq4nUpyQ 
11 Ibid. 
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I am interested in the relationships that emerge between source images and the specific 
materiality of paint – the new meanings that are produced. And in the investment one makes 
in images despite their slippery and suspect nature. In this way I am like Hungarian born 
contemporary painter, Victor Man. Writer and art critic Martin Herbert beautifully describes 
the way Man is not content to merely copy but acts from a precedent where one looks for 
what it is within a scene that ‘transmits surprise’, perhaps to amplify it, to extend its affective 
capacity and in doing so, to validate the emotional pull of an image.12 In Herbert’s own 
words, what Man does, “is to paint in a way that elevated and replayed that intangible 
psychic grip; to combine images, and eventually objects in order to synthesise emotional 
compounds from existing registers of affect”.13 (Fig. 19.)  My own aim arises out of 
acknowledging that paintings register something of the moment of encounter in the act of 
seeing the object or image, and that my own particular experience of it is translated and 
shared with the viewer.  
Conclusion 
My work is heavily invested in the influence of diverse source-materials. It depends crucially 
on critical acts of selection, that like the work of Marlene Dumas, brings together not only 
imagery, but fragments of texts, identities and other contextual elements. My practice also 
sees painting in terms of constellations of images, rather than as a series of wholly discreet 
pieces comprising a logically coherent series. Like the art of Paul Thek, my painting locates 
imagery everywhere as potentially ‘viable’. But like Thek, I am concerned too with how 
images connect to multiple ‘real-life’ phenomena, whether graffiti or other pop cultural cues. 
Painting is a process of translation, whereby what is usually photographic is rendered 
according to the temporal particularities inherent to painting. 
Each of these processes – painting as selection, as constellation and as translation – facilitate 
an awkward exchange on some level. As selection, uncertainty in choices about sources and 
what they mean but a faith in capacity to convey something through them correlates to an 
awkward exchange one has with their own points of reference. As constellation, the putting 
together of disparate references and seemingly unrelated images, generates an awkward
exchange between these to produce alternate and multiple readings of them in relation to
each other. And finally, in translation, paint literally and materially exacerbates the 
conditions of uncertainty implicit to images and the already awkward relationships 
established between them. Engaging in these processes is to participate in and generate a 
two-way or even multi directional awkward exchange.  
12 Martin  Herbert, The Uncertainty Principle (New York: Sternberg Press, 2014).
156. 13 Victor Man et al., Artist of the Year: Victor Man : Szindbád, English ed.
(Berlin;Ostfildern;: Hatje Cantz, 2014); Herbert; ibid. 54.
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Figure 17. Figure. Jelena, Telecki, Ride, 2016. Oil on linen, 46.0 x 38.0 cm. 
Figure 18. Figure. Jelena Telecki, Suit, 2016, Oil on linen, 46.0 x 38.0 cm. 
 Figure 19. Victor man, Les Aubes II, 2014. Oil on canvas, 97.2 x 80.6 cm. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Awkward Exchange: The Uncertain Dialogue between Paintings 
 
Doubt Rules.14 
 - Marlene Dumas 
This chapter looks at the way a series of paintings constitute a new constellation of reference 
points that, like the source material they refer to, remain fairly ambiguous as a group. It falls 
to an audience to do with these new painted images what I do with my source materials and 
this in turn produces a range of varying interpretations and responses so that multiple 
meanings emerge from a series of paintings presented together. In this way, paintings become 
dialogic entries into the constellation of sources they came from - a painting is never just 
‘itself’. In order to illustrate this idea I will present two case studies, each exploring a series 
of single works that operate collectively as dialogic groupings. 
 
i) Dialogic Groupings: 2 Case Studies        
This section will examine two discrete bodies of work produced by Austrian-born, 
Barcelona-based painter, Rasmus Nilausen, and myself respectively, to explore the way a 
body of work and the interpretations it generates correspond, to the constellation of source 
material it is informed by. The chapter will also demonstrate the way in which this plays into 
the generation of an awkward exchange.  
a) Rasmus Nilausen’s ‘Sisyphus Rhopography and a Headless Chicken’  
Rasmus Nilausen’s work has been described as being about what it means to paint. He 
explores the history of painting in a way that avoids however, the cyclical and somewhat 
futile discourses around what painting ‘means’ and whether it still has relevance.15 He 
disavows grand narratives around painting with a capital ‘P’ through a humorous approach to 
ideas about the limits of painting, its history and how we interpret imagery through the 
medium. For Nilausen, painting is inextricably connected to the history of the medium like 
“all cities built on ruins of the past”.16 He sees uncontrollable associative processes and the 
retrospective attribution of relevance to these as an unavoidable condition of the awkward 
                                                 
14 Herbert; ibid. 33. 
15 John Yau, “Back When Painting Was Dead. When Clement Greenberg, Frank Stella, and 
Donald Judd tried to define what makes a painting, they overlooked a central feature – 
capaciousness.” Hyperallergic.com, February 11, 2018.  
16 Max Andrews, “Rasmus Nilausen” 15 December, 2014. Frieze.com.  
(Review of Rasmus Nilausen at Galeria Garcia, Madrid Spain). 
https://frieze.com/article/rasmus-nilausen. 
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exchange between an artist and their audience. For Nilausen, the viewer ultimately 
determines the scope and content of what is communicated in the space of his exhibitions. 
This includes the proliferation of misunderstandings, confusion and a multitude of 
interpretations and responses that may or may not be related to his own intentions in 
producing the work. It is this process however that Nilausen is most interested in and that all 
of his work can be said to really be about.  
Nilausen’s 2014 exhibition entitled ‘Read the Image’ (Fig. 20- 21.) explicitly addressed the 
interpretation of images and the obstacles that disrupt this process. The dialogue between 
painter and audience is established around the same elements that can be seen to complicate 
this exchange: paintings that incorporate images, text, historical allusions, quotes that are 
intertwined in a constellation of sorts that are set up by the artist and must be navigated by 
the audience. Broadly speaking, Nilausen’s work also explores the history of painting with a 
particular focus on the genre of still life - which he views as being about  “objects that tell 
contemporary stories through stories from the past”.17 Rhopography: (from rhopos, trivial 
objects, small wares, trifles) is the depiction of those things which lack importance, the 
unassuming material base of life that ‘importance’ constantly overlooks, particularly in the 
context of still life painting. Nilausen’s ‘Sisyphus Rhopography and A Headless Chicken’, 
(Fig. 22.) illustrates the artist’s use of constellations of source material through 
representational painting. By examining this through the lens of one particular reading of the 
work, the work offers some greater clarity on this process as a whole.   
‘Sisyphus, Rhopography and a Headless Chicken’ included representations of a semi-
invisible John Wayne as an avatar for Nilausen, the painter who shoots first and asks 
questions later. (Fig. 23.)  Nilausen has described a way of working first and then exploring 
the relationships that exist between images, paintings and ideas retrospectively. This same 
exhibition depicts ‘Mike’ the infamous headless chicken from Colorado that survived for 
several months after having its head cut off, then touring the country, fed through an 
eyedropper directly down its neck until one day in 1946, he choked on a cornflake and died.18 
(Fig. 24.)  Nilausen has made the cornflake the subject of another painting from this series. 
(Fig. 25.)  Another entry into this constellation of painted images is a cross, commemorating 
the year of Mike’s death. Again, a subject taken from American popular history explored 
through a number of paintings in Nilausen’s exhibition, is that of convicted serial killer John 
Wayne Gacy, who took up painting only after he was sentenced to death, producing the 
entirety of his work on death row in prison.19 (Fig. 26.)  
One reading of these works makes a possible connection between these paintings as whole 
17 La Capella / Rasmus Nilausen, ‘Sisyphus, Rhopography and a Headless Chicken’, 
exhibition catalogue, La Capella, Barcelona, 2009. 
http://www.rasmusnilausen.dk/pdf/Sisyphus-rhopography-and-a-headless-chicken.pdf 
18 La Capella / Rasmus Nilausen, ‘Sisyphus, Rhopography and a Headless Chicken’, 
exhibition catalogue, La Capella, Barcelona, 2009. vimeo video, 05:45, posted by “Barcelona 
Cultura,” July 18, 2012, https://vimeo.com/45950701. 
19 Ibid. 
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having something to do with how one survives one’s fate. Perhaps Nilausen relates himself to 
Sisyphus, faced with a repetitive challenge that has to be done whether it makes sense or 
not.20 The main thing is that the operation in which the subject is engaged, continues, 
regardless. This certainly aligns with a humorous and often absurdist perspective Nilausen 
often takes in relation to the history and practice of painting in general. Nilausen is primarily 
invested in creating an ambivalence across all his works, one that defies straightforward or 
immediate understanding. His audience may have to search for a logic that runs throughout 
an exhibition. Whilst most paintings respond to a direct reference, these are not necessarily 
visible to the viewer at first glance. He describes the cumulative result as an “unarticulated 
potential, waiting to be discovered”.21 The examples above references this way of working, 
the way apparently disparate/meaningless source material can be put together to produce 
meaning, albeit in decidedly ambiguous ways.  
  
                                                 
20 Ibid. 
21 Max Andrews, ‘Rasmus Nilausen’, 15 December, 2014. Frieze.com. (Review of Rasmus 
Nilausen at Galeria Garcia, Madrid Spain.) https://frieze.com/article/rasmus-nilausen. 
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Figure 20. Rasmus Nilausen, Read the Image, 2013. Oil on linen, 55 x 46 cm 
Figure 21. Installation view of ‘Read the Image’, García/Gallería, Madrid, Spain 2014. 
Figure 22. Screenshot from, “La Capella | Rasmus Nilausen, ‘Sisyphus, Rhopography and a 
Headless Chicken’ (vos english)”, 2012. (Paintings as mind-map). 
Figure 23. Screenshot from, “La Capella | Rasmus Nilausen, ‘Sisyphus, Rhopography and a 
Headless Chicken’ (vos english)”, 2012 (Nilausen self-portrait as cowboy John Wayne). 
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Figure 24, 25, 26. Screenshots from, “La Capella | Rasmus Nilausen,  ‘Sisyphus, 
Rhopography and a Headless Chicken’ (vos english)”  
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b) Pale Blue Dot Dot Dot
To illustrate the way that uncertainty and ambiguity are employed in my own work I will 
refer to a selection of paintings operating dialogically with one another within the series of 
works produced for the exhibition, ‘Pale Blue Dot Dot Dot’.22 Each of the paintings from this 
series has its origin in two key reference points that informed the project. These were JG 
Ballard’s novel, The Drowned World.23 (Fig. 27.)  and Carl Sagan’s Pale Blue Dot.24 (Fig. 
28.)  In the latter, a space probe at the outermost boundary of our solar system, 6 billion 
kilometres away, photographs Earth at the request of astronomer Sagan. (Fig. 29.) In Sagan’s 
book the Earth appears from space as a pale blue dot because of the volume of water on the 
planet. Sagan discusses the ocean as the source of life on our planet and the idea that some 
part of the human brain always knows that this is where we came from and longs to return 
there. Ballard’s cult novel written some 30 years earlier imagines an apocalyptic end to life 
on Earth where this very instinct is played out. After a sudden and dramatic meteorological 
event, the Earth’s polar caps have melted and little of our known landscape remains above 
the rising water. In this context, characters confront the drives of their resurgent reptilian 
brain in a kind of pre-uterine fantasy.25  
The images that I collected in preparation for this project and which came to inform each of 
the paintings in it as well as other works, related to these prime reference points. (Fig. 30.) 
The whole of the project however came to be about the way images could be used to explore 
these initial references and the scope of information and possible tangents that lay between 
and around them: the project began by establishing an arbitrary scale or continuum running 
between two points (on an essentially endless circuit) and around which the exhibition would 
be constructed, as below; 
[Origins of the world/life] !-----------------------------------------! [End of the world/life] 
Continuum ∞ 
Using the two texts, the idea of these two extremes, and the fairly nonsensical notion of a 
logically comprehendible continuum running between the two as visual cues, I instigated a 
source library of images that explored perspectives on (and from) Earth both literally and 
metaphorically. Each polarity represented aims to give sense or meaning to life on ‘the pale 
blue dot’ in various ways. Combining images from science, popular culture, history and 
22 Pale Blue Dot Dot Dot, (Firstdraft, Sydney.) 2017. 
23 J.G Ballard, The Downed World (United Kingdom: Berkley Books, 1962). 
24 Carl Sagan, Pale Blue Dot: A Vision of the Human Fiture in Space (United States: Random 
House, 1994). 
25 Ballard describes the belief that our species carries unconscious memories of its geological 
past, encoded in the spinal column of every human being.   
 24 
mythology with those that I associated with the Ballard story – swampy scenes, crocodiles, 
buildings, decay - I then produced a series of paintings, sculpture and textile works in 
response to a multiplicity of these. In general terms, I was simply looking at images of People 
Places and Things, whether Animal Vegetable or Mineral. All in all, these were the broadest 
possible classifications available for what one encounters. They signify convenient yet vague 
labels utilised in a process of ordering (visual) information into a comprehensible or 
accessible system. 
 
 
Figure 27. J.G. Ballard, The Drowned World, 1962. 
Figure 28. Carl Sagan, A vision of the Human Future in Space: Pale Blue Dot, 1997. 
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Figure 29. The Nasa Photograph from which Carl Sagan coined ‘the pale blue dot’. 
Figure 30. Maggie Brink, Untitled Collage (preliminary source material for Pale Blue Dot 
Dot Dot paintings), 2017. 
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At first glance, the painted images from this collection of work seem wholly disparate and 
fragmentary in the way they relate to one another. The representations of a crocodile holding 
a human hand in its mouth, a man standing on his hands atop a chair, an extreme close up of 
a fossil and David Attenborough may have little perceivable relevance to one another. (Fig. 
31- 34.)  However, from the context of my initial proposal emerged a third and equally 
significant reference - the comments made by photographer Luiggi Ghirri on a photograph of 
the earth taken from space (not dissimilar to that which inspired Sagan’s Pale Blue Dot.)  
Ghirri described an image of the earth from space, that appeared in every newspaper in 1969 
as “the first photograph of the entire world”.26 (Fig. 35.) For Ghirri this was the image that 
humans had sought for centuries, for it encapsulated the entire history of all other images 
within it: “…all previous, incomplete images of the world: graffiti, frescoes, paintings, 
writings, photographs, books, films. it was at once the representation of the world and all 
representations of the world”.27 
 The ‘dot dot dot’ of my title came to suggest a conceptual ellipsis that underlined the 
unfinished or unfinishable nature of what the project aimed to take into its scope, particularly 
in the sense of images as relating to a finite and comprehensible body of knowledge as well 
as to the ascription of a holistic meaning to these images singularly.  So the project - looking 
at images in this way - was to reflect the idea of comprehending perspectives on meaning and 
the (ultimately futile) categorisation of infinite material and knowledge. I wanted to tie this 
idea to the idea of all images in some way representing attempts to categorise all knowledge 
(something entirely beyond itself) in a way that is, in the end, endless. My images are like 
entries into an impossible register that reflects the attempt to do this: Impossibility vs 
attempts made nonetheless and with the certain possibility of Failure. The work is also about 
the endless/ultimate failure of images to truly represent. This issue is of course integral to the 
relationship between painting and photography. And to painting from photographic source 
images. 
  
                                                 
26 Ghirri. 18 
27 Ibid. 
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Figure 31. Maggie Brink, Accessible is the Key Word, 2017. 
Figure 32. Maggie Brink, Supposed Oldest 
Fossil, Emotions Run High, 2017. 
Figure 33. Maggie Brink, Athens Arcade 
Love Letter, 2017. 
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Figure 34. Maggie Brink, Day for Night David and Rocks, 2017. 
Figure 35. The first photograph of earth from space, taken by NASA satellite in1969.  
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ii) The Ethics of Uncertainty
Uncertainty is a productive framework for practicing painting in relation to the fluid and 
malleable spaces of meaning and knowledge. This is an ethical position.  The openness of 
uncertainty and ambiguity prevents imagery from assuming a static position as a type of 
strictly directed narrative which is precisely how advertising works. Below, is a brief 
examination of those texts and writers whose works inform this perspective; a productive and 
generative ‘not knowing.’ It is the value of elusive and multiple meanings that arise out of 
efforts to interpret image-based works, in the form of constellations, that suggest ethical 
possibilities. 
a) Painting as ‘Not Knowing’
Contemporary Australian painter Helen Johnson’s book Painting is a Critical Form presents 
a series of simple but profound assertions about the nature of painting with which my own 
practice and research is deeply concerned. These hinge on a conception of painting as “a 
space of slippage and ambiguity, a practice with its locus outside reason”.28  My interest in 
Johnson’s text also lies in the coincidence of our understanding of painting as having an 
essentially communicative capacity and its potential as a tool for (non-) meaning production. 
Johnson expresses succinctly the way in which the contemporary painter - engaging with a 
complex and multi-faceted medium - is implicated at this primary level in an equally 
complex conceptual frame. Painting’s history, convoluted by the many and conflicting ways 
it has been conceived over time, constitutes one potential point of access to painting’s
potency in creating possibilities for the production of meaning. Material technique and visual 
language have long been understood in this way. In this conception, gestural and suggestive, 
representational painting (that I take as my particular focus), compromises none of the 
conceptually nuanced frame from which it emerges. 
Johnson articulates some of the conditions under which the contemporary painter enters into 
an awkward exchange with their own medium – one that is predisposed to generate an 
awkward exchange in turn for their audience. Her perspective is underpinned by her reading 
of Emmanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgement.29 She asserts that “the distance inscribed by 
aesthetic experience can be described as critical distance.” 30 Simply stated, she believes that 
aesthetic experience opens the way to a critical engagement where emphasis is not placed on 
straightforward resolution of any kind but rather in the processes and potentialities of 
interpretation. This is what I understand to be the dynamic modes of understanding that 
reconstitute knowledge as a process rather than as a series of discrete units of information 
that can be concretely processed or understood in isolation. To elaborate: Aesthetic 
experience opens the way to critical reflection and engagement because it requires that the 
experiencing subject stake themselves in what they view. Experiencing doubt as to whether 
28 Helen. Johnson, Painting Is a Critical Form (Muckleford: 3-ply 2015). 8. 
29 Immanuel Kant and Pluhar, Werner S, Critique of Judgment. (Hackett Pub. Co., 1987). 
30 Johnson. 21. 
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one’s experience is ‘right’, (or in Kant’s words, ‘universal’), the aesthetic experience leads 
one to take a position and then demands that one defend it. This is what I have described as 
staking oneself in the work, or at any rate, in one’s response to it.  
Significant to Johnson’s argument, is the idea that Kant’s understanding of thought 
encompasses the possibility of not knowing (represented by the experiencing subject’s 
doubt), as a constitutive element of knowledge. Furthermore, though it has often been 
overlooked, this represents a significant move in Western thought from a dominant rationalist 
system to one that acknowledges the unknowable as a primary contributing factor. 
b) Painting and ‘Failure’
Writer and art critic Martin Herbert’s collection of essays published together in ‘The 
Uncertainty Principle’ 31 looks at a number of artists’ practices that figure the uncertainty of 
not knowing into their conceptual and practical projects in very different ways. The artists 
included are diverse in terms of their respective practices and the intent of their work. 
However, a thread common behind all is a consideration of the role played by the audience in 
completing the work. This is extremely important to my own work in the context of 
questioning the need for translations and the open invitation that I make to my audience to 
respond to my paintings on the basis of their own subjective, associative, instinctive, and 
embodied responses. It also questions why particular ways of knowing, seeing and 
representing are so important for us as people and as audiences in terms of the ways we 
transmit knowledge. We filter and redistribute knowledge in ways that make its reception, 
which is beyond our control, equally significant. 
My interest in Herbert’s book stems from broader questions it raises about how knowledge 
can be constituted visually, materially, and even through uncertainty. Herbert’s emphasis is 
on the way that a “constructed experience of not knowing…” can lead to a deep engagement 
with specific issues and themes”.32 There is a parallel here with Johnson’s idea of an aesthetic 
experience that opens the way for critical engagement, and which likewise, as I have stated in 
that context, lends itself to the generation of the awkward exchange that I aim to produce 
through my work in a variety of ways. This uncertainty and ambiguity, this refusal to agree to 
a consensus regarding the meaning of images, could be read as a failure on their part, and on 
the part of the artist. However, such ‘failure’ is ethical in its deliberate complicating of 
paintings operations and frames of reference. 
31 Herbert. 
32 Ibid. 10. 
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c) Painting Between Meaning and Non-Meaning
Because I have referred several times now to meaning production, I would like to address 
meaning itself and begin to explore what I am really speaking of when I use that term. As I 
have said, I am far more interested in processes of knowledge than in the production or 
revelation of discrete and concrete facts and outcomes. My interest in meaning is centred 
around processes, the production of possibilities, rather than arriving at meaning as an end in 
itself. I hope to show through my work that making a distinction between the contrary 
conditions of knowledge and meaning has vitally significant ramifications for how we 
produce in and respond to, the world. Awkward exchange is above all about maintaining the 
structural tension that reverberates between these obfuscating conditions.  
American theorist and writer, Avital Ronell, tackles this tension brilliantly in her brief 
appearance in the documentary Examined Life.33 Ronnel describes a stance taken by the 
philosopher Martin Heidegger against Philosophy and in favour of the less academic and 
institutionalised, ‘thinking’. Citing as a reference Heidegger’s text, Helzwoge, for which she
offers the translation “a path that leads nowhere”,34 Ronell paints thinking as a process of 
uncertain ends, a way of being - on a path. (Fig. 36.) 
33 ‘Examined Life: Avital Ronell’, YouTube video, 8:07, posted by “burstcivil,” September 
23, 2009, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KKD9anjgcCI. 
34 Ibid. 
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Figure 36. Avital Ronell. Collage of screenshots from: ‘Examined Life: Avital Ronell’, 
YouTube video, 8:07, posted by “burstcivil,” September 23, 2009.  
33 
Though she recognises the more or less universal desire that we, as people, have for meaning 
(or something like it), Ronell remains suspicious of the promise of meaning per se, seeing it 
as so much wrapping around what is often at best a non-progressive, and at worst, an outright 
fascist core. Dangerous falsities can be used to cover up non-meaning: quick grasps for 
“transcendental signifiers for god, for nation, for patriotism” 35 have no less than 
‘devastating’ consequences in the world!  
Ronell views over emphasis on meaning as revealing a reductionist approach to what we see 
but cannot understand or make relatable. In the video interview, she makes an example of 
dogs’ play to illustrate this point:  
“When you see these dogs play, why reduce it to meaning, rather than just see the 
arbitrary eruption of something that can’t be grasped or explicated, but is just there, in 
this sort of absolute contingency of being”.36 
This kind of perspective epitomises what she terms “the tensional structure, of the openness 
of non-meaning”.37 This tensional structure signifies for me the possibility of engaging 
meaning on the terms of an endless negotiation, a process in which we invest ourselves as 
producers and respondents, rather than as producers of a salve for some distress we might 
feel about when things may not ‘mean’ (to us).  
If this sounds anxiety inducing, it is! But, for Ronell anxiety is the “mood par excellence of 
ethnicity”.38 Doubt itself, and one’s willingness to work within it, to attend it openly, is a 
prerequisite to an ethical existence. Failure can unravel the confines and conditions of 
traditional structures of knowledge, and the uncertainty of this position makes space for a 
deeper critical engagement, and more radical ways of thinking, resolving, and knowing. 
Failure, or rather the possibility of failure - (anxiety,) represents an active state, a process 
with the potential to create something new because of its exclusion from the established 
structures of success. There is a critically engaged dimension to being in a continuous state of 
working things out, of coming to understandings yet never fully arriving, while always 
pursuing nonetheless. Engaging the space of uncertainty or doubt, is an endless negotiation of 
processes of meaning.  
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
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Conclusion 
In relation to the photograph of Earth from space that Ghirri described as the first 
representation of the entire world and all representations within it, Ghirri also wrote: 
“The image of the atom and the image of the world finally looking at each other 
face to face…The need for information or for knowledge emerges from these two 
extremes - fluctuating between the microscopic and the telescopic- to be able to 
translate and interpret reality or hieroglyph”.39 
The way Ghirri describes the function of his photography is applicable to contemporary 
painting. This is especially in Helen Johnson’s terms of what painting in itself encapsulates as 
a medium, that is, its entire history of being different things and meanings. All possible 
functions are engaged to “see the hieroglyphs I have encountered and make them 
recognisable”.40 
One can make them readable as well as components in an exhibition, a series of paintings for 
example. How can paintings be made to ‘talk’ to one another to create greater 
unstable/dynamic meanings? Regardless of how unstable their references, such work remains 
readable. This same tensional structure can be applied to knowledges as a means of 
destabilising systemic hierarchies within them that do not serve the fields in which those 
knowledges have evolved. That is to say, knowledge (as process) can be used to combat the 
becoming entrenched in ingrained pathways of thinking. Whilst I have described painting as 
a site for visual engagement, and have referred to its communicative capacity, I passionately 
believe in art that engages the tensional structure that I have discussed here. Attempts at 
reading are more interesting than any singular reading based on sets of assumptions that such 
images could ever be strictly or linearly legible one way only.  
This is part of the awkward exchange I want to generate between working references, 
between individual paintings and most importantly, between myself and an audience, through 
a body of work. I see this attitude/idea as posing a challenge to both the producers and 
audiences of art, that they be prepared to maintain their engagement with the tensional 
structure of the openness of non-meaning. This presents something of a challenge, given the 
persistent drive to understand or clarify, to proscribe meaning.  It is challenging because, as 
Ronnel states, this is, “Precisely where there isn’t guaranteed or palpable meaning, you have 
to do a lot of work and you have to be mega ethical… It’s just much harder work”.41 
39 Ghirri. 18. 
40 Ibid. 19. 
41 “Examined Life: Avital Ronell,” YouTube video, 8:07, posted by “burstcivil,” September 
23, 2009, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KKD9anjgcCI. 
 35 
 
CHAPTER 3 
Awkward Exchange: The Threshold Between Painting and Audience 
 
Standing on the gates of hell, my services are found wanting. For I cannot give you what you 
want. What you want from me, here, on the gates of hell, is to open the gates and let you in. 
But I cannot do that. I don’t even see why that service should be required. Because you have 
already passed the gates. You are inside. Thus powerless I remain, standing on the gates of 
hell, observing what passes and sharing my observations with you. 
 - Jan Verwoert 42 
 
i) The Exhibition as Awkward Exchange 
Thus far I have looked at the way awkward exchange operates within certain painting 
practices as an indicator of specific processes. I have discussed these in terms of painting as 
selection, as constellation and as translation.  In this capacity I have shown the ways an 
awkward exchange operates between painter and material (images as constellations and 
paint) in their engagement with, and manipulation of these. 
I have also discussed the constellation of source material that informed the works produced 
for the exhibition ‘Pale Blue Dot Dot Dot’ which constitute a secondary constellation of 
painted images and objects in turn. Again, an awkward exchange is played out in the plurality 
of possible meaning and connections that might be derived from these sometimes disparate 
elements held together, temporarily, in constellation. The exchange here is between paintings 
– a conversation they have with one another.  
This chapter explores the way that this secondary constellation is further complicated by the 
tangential exploration and inclusion of additional sources or points of reference. This is a 
result of the way an awkward exchange is also generated between painter and audience. To 
illustrate this I use the specific example of the response to ‘Pale Blue Dot Dot Dot’ shared by 
contemporary Australian artist and writer, Mitchel Cumming.43 
Section i) posits what constitutes the exhibition space as a site, establishing the way in which 
space activates a threshold across which the audience exchange occurs. The prior case studies 
addressed the work of both Rasmus Nilausen and myself and illustrated in greater detail, the 
                                                 
42 Jan Verwoert, "Standing on the Gates of Hell, My Services Are Found Wanting," in What 
Is Contemporary Art?, ed. Julieta Aranda, Brian Kuan Wood, Anton Vidokle, E-Flux Journal 
(New York: Sternberg Press, 2010). 197. 
43‘Sluicing’ written by Mitchel Cumming to accompany the exhibition can be read in full 
below: Appendix A. 
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uncertainty and ambiguity surrounding interpretation as it arises from constellations of 
painted images. Here the focus will be on the way the work I presented in exhibitions in 
2018, informed the idea of an awkward exchange occurring across a threshold that is 
constituted specifically within the exhibition space.  
Sections ii) and iii) consist of a qualitative exploration of the idea of a threshold, as I 
understand it, in the context of a painting exhibition. To this end, I reference the work of 
Hungarian artist Victor Man and Jan Verwoert’s essay Standing on The Gates of Hell My 
Services are Found Wanting.  In these final sections I also examine the idea of the exhibition 
as cinema. Here the exhibition may be conceived as a threshold facilitating awkward 
exchange. Three films are of particular significance to this discussion. They are, La Terre de 
Folie by Luc Moullet (2009), The Great Ecstasy of the Woodcarver Steiner (1974), by 
Werner Herzog and 2 or 3 Things I Know About Her (1967) by Jean Luc Godard.  
 a) Pale Blue Dot Dot Dot (revisited)  
In our initial interaction around the paintings exhibited as ‘Pale Blue Dot Dot Dot’, Cumming 
referred to a vague sense of how things might fit together, might come to mean something in 
constellation within a process of working with and attempting to respond to “too much at 
once”.44 The visual motif that he took up, the way into this constellation of paintings for him, 
was that of outstretched arms for here is – “…the arm outstretched to muzzle the marble 
bust… the ballet lift, the reclining nude holding up a newspaper... the gymnast in reverse - 
kind of pushing himself away from the earth against gravity” 45 (Fig. 37-39.) What this 
seemed to suggest to him about perspective and image-making was: “Something about the 
arm's length being the furthest distance you can remove yourself from a painting while still 
being able to paint it”.46  
Despite the apparent discontinuity between the painted images, Cumming’s response 
intuitively equates this repetition across the works as representing “an endless coming and/or 
going”,47 a continuum much like that I have described above in my original approach to these 
works. He goes on to connect these reaching arms to the various representations of UFO’s 
within the exhibition (Fig. 40-42.) which for him recall the oeuvre of Slovakian conceptual 
artist, Julius Koller. Specifically he describes Koller’s “…banal extra-terrestrial gesturing - 
on hill tops, pointing to the sky and the ground simultaneously like a kind of human conduit 
for cosmological communication; launching inert saucer-esque objects like ashtrays, into the 
air”.48 (Fig. 43.) Much of Koller’s work asked questions, not only about man’s relationship 
with the cosmos, which he made reference to under the acronym U.F.O., but also about the 
individual’s relationship to collective and social situations.
                                                 
44 Mitchel Cumming, Whatsapp message to Author, August 1, 2017. His approach to an 
apparent excess mirrors my own approach to source images and reference material. 
45 Mitchel Cumming, email to the Author, August 3, 2017. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
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Figure 37. Screenshot from author’s image archive: man muzzles mouth of upside down 
marble bust in demonstration of alien life having origins in ancient Greece. 
Figure 38. Maggie Brink, Peak. Physical Condition. II, 2017. 
Figure 39. Maggie Brink, The Ocean will have us all, 2017. 
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Figure 40. Maggie Brink, Hot Pink UFO, 2017. 
Figure 41. Maggie Brink, Blue sky smiling at me, 2017. 
Figure 42. Maggie Brink, This is my Sun, 2017.  
 39 
Figure 43. Julius Koller, Demonstrative Cultural Situation 1,2 (U.F.O.), 1989. 
  
 40 
Although Koller had no place in the original parameters I prescribed for the work, the link 
established through this ‘audience’ response creates what is nonetheless an extremely 
relevant tangent. This tangential pathway, despite being absent from my own initial 
constellation of sources, garners access to the exhibitions underlying conceptual frame. This 
is exactly the sort of awkward exchange with an audience that opens up new directions 
around the meaning and embedded content of paintings viewed together in the context of an 
exhibition. This is evident in the statements made by Cumming subsequent to making this 
Julius Koller leap: 
 “I want to say that you are searching for a type/form/intensity of perspective that 
 is appropriately human. I think there is a play in this collection of paintings between 
 supposedly rational or objective notions of perspective - of ways of imaging the world 
 - and a more personal, visceral, bodily relation to it. There seems to be a kind of 
 mocking distrust of the over-simplification that comes with a purely logical approach 
 to representation -  one that renders a perfect, Platonic prism floating in space that 
 only needs the human figure in order to confirm its own monolithic scale. (Fig. 44.)   
 Similarly, the ‘Pale Blue Dot’ as a kind of distanced photography that, because of its 
 summarising vantage point, disconnects from lived experience. Sagan sees in this 
 image a model of objective distance that will bring people together, but the 
 technology required to take the photograph only exists because Cold War powers had 
 been racing to find new ways of blowing each other up! But at the same time, your 
 solution does not seem to lie at the other end of the scale either - receding endlessly 
 and obsessively into images as an absolute escape, becoming absorbed and 
 internalised. It is about the incredible, endless effort to locate yourself in that ‘sweet 
 spot.’ Pushing yourself away from the earth against gravity, but not actually going 
 anywhere, not actually leaving. And so I think again this is where the length of the 
 painter's arm will come in: as a kind of limit that gives distance from the very image it 
 is creating, but not so much distance that you can disconnect, become detached.”49 
As well as connecting to the immediate thematic cues and connections between the 
constellation of source images and textual references that informed the production of works 
Cumming recognises and articulates the preoccupation with imagery and representation and 
related matters of perspective, that underlie these. His response furthermore recognises the 
investment made through this work in generating awkward exchange (though he terms it 
differently), as searching for an ‘appropriately human perspective’ in terms of recognition, 
empathy, and the negotiation of various types of contact. Awkward exchange allows one to 
communicate in a non-linear, non-chronological way but in a way that nonetheless carries 
within it, a readable, sensible content beyond the mere surface of an image/painting. 
                                                 
49 Ibid. 
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Figure 44. Maggie Brink, Rarely intended to impress, often beautiful, occasionally ugly, 
invariably communicates, 2017. 
42 
ii) The Exhibition as Threshold: A Qualitative Analysis
An awkward exchange like the one sketched above occurs across a threshold within the space 
of the exhibition. It can be described as a threshold because it locates the position of a 
boundary across which the transitional process of responsive association and interpretation 
occur. It is a space in which certain things come into effect. This section briefly explores 
three references that in constellation give some qualitative definition to this threshold for the 
purposes of awkward exchange.  These are;  Jan Verwoert’s essay Standing on the Gates of 
Hell My Services are Found Wanting, Alessandro Rabottini’s Icarus with No Sun, an essay 
on the paintings of contemporary Hungarian artist Victor Man, and the film La Terre de la 
Follie or Land of Madness by Luc Moullet. Each of these references locate different types of 
thresholds and reveal in distinct ways, the simultaneous opacity and porosity of these 
boundaries. 
a) Jan Verwoert, Standing on the Gates of Hell My Services are Found
Wanting 
Verwoert’s essay (quoted at the beginning of this chapter) describes contemporaneity as a 
condition that we inhabit together. In it, he questions the value of his own attempts at 
describing or delineating contemporaneity’s parameters explicitly for those (in this instance 
the reader, his audience,) who inhabit its space, with him. In doing so, he underscores the 
opacity of a threshold that one might cross without being aware of it. Nonetheless, Verwoert 
implies that having crossed the threshold, one is equally responsible for making sense of what 
one then encounters. Together in this space, he seems to suggest we might only share what 
we encounter there, as one and the other can only attempt to comprehend it for themselves on 
their own terms. The exhibition as threshold shares this invisible crossing. One might 
question the relative value or clarity of any singular translation of the threshold’s contents, 
much as Verwoert has done in his essay. His final hypothesis is one that undermines the 
notion that once explained, something ought to become clear. It’s the uncertainty of ‘being 
right in it’ that I borrow from Verwoert, as well as the implications of the way the opacity of 
this threshold demands a certain labour of looking in order that we might see what is not at 
once clear.  
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b) Alessandro Rabottini, Icarus with No Sun, on the paintings of Victor Man
Alessandro Rabottini similarly describes opacity as a dimension of a particular way of seeing 
rather than an obstacle to it when looking at Victor Man’s paintings. He speaks very literally 
about seeing slowly when looking at these paintings, an unavoidable consequence of their 
shadowy darkness and as a response to a certain ‘kind of withholding’ that is performed in 
them. (Fig. 45.) The time and watching required to ‘see’ may be equated with a form of 
active seeing that the photographer Luigi Ghirri has already described. 
From here Rabottini draws an analogy in which the painted surface of Man’s paintings 
register a dynamic and slippery relationship between a ‘here’ and ‘elsewhere.’ In this way, 
Man’s paintings “serve as zones within which it is possible to shift between the visible and 
invisible, between the worldly and the divine, between the material and the spiritual.”50 (Fig. 
46.)  As such, Rabottini views each of Man’s paintings as constituting some kind of threshold 
in its own right. 
50 Man et al. 54 
 44 
 
Figure 45. Victor Man, "The White Shadow of 
His Talent" Installation View, 2012. 
Figure 46. Victor Man, Untitled (from “The 
White Shadow of His Talent)”, 2012. 
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In responding to ‘Pale Blue Dot Dot Dot’ Cumming had made comments to a similar effect. 
He described the paintings “existing on the water's surface, with space above and below, the 
images themselves turning to hazy, murky, slippery visions, caused by the churning of the 
liquid as you constantly pass through in both directions”.51 Cumming attributes this quality as 
a product of the choices about images as sources. In much the same way, Man’s paintings can 
be described as performing a type of withholding. My own selection of source imagery 
means that my paintings ultimately ‘resist’ easy translations: “They are scenes that, for 
whatever reason, hold you in limbo, both inviting and repulsive - not in an abject way, just in 
the sense that there is some unknowable buffer”.52 
Rabottini asserts that for him this transitional space of the threshold relates to a move from a 
modernist paradigm, in which painting is authoritative and autonomous, to one where 
painting explores its own limits and potentials divorced from any idealistic notions about the 
scope of representation. This paradigmatic shift renders certainty relative at best and at worst, 
provides the context in which the complexity of existence and/or experience can only be 
regarded as shifting, or becoming in Rabbotini’s words, a “continuous mutation”.53 Awkward 
exchange conceives understanding as composed of processes of interpretation that replicate 
these complex and relative ‘mutations’. The exhibition as threshold circumscribes multiple 
boundaries of transition in the form of individual paintings as well the ambiguous nexus of 
these as a ‘whole’. 
c) Luc Moullet’s La Terre de la Folie or The Land of Madness 
The film La Terre de la Follie is at once an investigative documentary and confessional 
diary, as well as being a speculative filmic essay on the origins of general psychic 
disturbance. Moullet immediately admits to his own propensity to withdrawal and loneliness 
and a complex family history of mental health issues or “psychic disorders”.54 These, he 
proposes, have regional, geographic origins. He therefore inscribes a “pentagon of madness” 
55 over a map of the Alpes-de-Haute-Provence. (Fig. 47.)  This region of the Southern Alps in 
France has been home to his family for many generations and in Moullet’s account, has been 
the setting for an exceptional number of disappearances, immolations, murders and suicides. 
Starting from personal memories and family stories, Moullet’s film hosts a number of 
interlocutors who recall such instances of violent crime whose narratives go on to consider 
the origins and consequences of these crimes and occurrences. There are a series of scenes 
where Moullet sits in conversation with a woman introduced only as Catherine. There is a 
palpable chemistry between them as they confront madness – they are two of its official 
representatives - recognisable as such according to their apparent distance from the standards 
set by rationalised society. (Fig. 48.) This scene epitomises in many ways, the thematic core 
                                                 
51 Mitchel Cumming, email to the Author, August 3, 2017. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Man et al. 55-56. 
54 La Terre de la Folie directed by Moullet, (2009), dafilms.com streaming, 90 minutes.  
55 Ibid.  
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of the film. It is a darkly humorous exploration of boundaries – psychological, embodied, 
geographic and porous - and the way we can interpret and relate to and across, them. 
The film prompts one to think about ways of extending oneself empathetically, and of 
boundaries in general as dimensions of personality complicated by their inherent porosity. 
Maybe extending oneself occurs in terms of extending knowledge, understanding and 
empathy through the investment of the self specifically in the grip of the anxiety of 
uncertainty. To experience this is to experience existence as a series of processes rather than 
a set of ideals to be measured in discrete units. Moullet’s film informs my idea of awkward 
exchange in the sense that it is about relatability and encounters that spill across boundaries 
that are psychic and intersubjective as well as physical and embodied. 
iii) Painting as Cinema
Arguably there is a strong correlation between painting and cinema generally. Many painters 
working within a figurative tradition refer to this relationship and to the materiality of each 
medium in similar terms. Jean Luc Godard said of film making, “It’s like painting but also 
different to painting… I must have an idea and then discover it.” 56 This sense obviously 
speaks strongly to those elements of artists’ practices I have already discussed, and their 
figuring of uncertain and changeable outcomes for their works.  Polish contemporary painter, 
Wilhelm Sasnal has described his compositions and use of cropping, as deriving specifically 
from the visual language of cinema. Marlene Dumas credits an interest in cinema generally 
and specifically French Nouvelle Vague, as important early career references from which she 
learnt to make associative connections between apparently unrelated images and texts. This is 
important in terms of selecting images as sources for paintings and also in the relationship 
between a painting and its title.  
Cinematic references, typically screen shots or stills taken from films, have formed a 
significant portion of the collected images that I work from. Cinema is a significant point of 
reference for talking about the development of my own practice not only because it has 
furnished me with so many source images, but also because it has influenced the work’s 
underlying conceptual framework. Alongside Luc Moullet’s La Terre de la Folie, the films of 
Jean Luc Godard and Werner Herzog have been particularly influential for me. Many of my 
saved collection of screen shots combine images with text beneath them in English, translated 
from the original language in which the films were made. This automatic relationship 
between image and text established visually within the frame, exaggerates or makes explicit, 
the choice of the filmmaker to put a certain image and idea together. The image often is 
seemingly unrelated, or only arbitrarily related, to the text that appears in the subtitle below.  
This image/subtitle pairing mirrors the way a painting and its title might co-exist. It also 
constitutes a (sub)text of its own - a sort of diagram that refers me to how I should understand 
the content of the film. It lends me an association that points in a certain direction from which 
I make other associations. When the film appears with a translated English subtitle, I am 
56 Richard Brody, Everything Is Cinema: The Working Life of Jean-Luc Godard, 1st ed. (New 
York: Metropolitan Books/Henry Holt & Co, 2008). 32. 
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receiving information in a specific way because of what I cannot understand. What I don’t 
know creates this diagram that underlines the way I will form my understanding.  
For example, a screen capture from Luc Moullet’s The Land of Madness, shows a French 
farm house in a rural landscape and a subtitle below reads, ‘the scene of the crime hasn’t 
changed’. Below the image of a distant mountain range another reads: ‘madness is often 
linked to solitude’.  ‘That’s how it is with crazy loons’ sits beneath the image of an old 
woman in a bucket hat and bright shirt. One might have assumed she were a crazy loon 
herself. But one might also assume this assumption is wrong? Like paintings and titles, a 
screenshot and subtitle can point in seemingly contradictory directions.   
A series of screen shots from Godard’s 2 or 3 Things I know about her have acted as banners 
under which I work rather than serving as the source material for any singular painting. The 
screen shot presented here (Figure. 49.) for example, seems to refer to the irreducibility of 
experience to language or words, and also to the idea of the void, a central space of absence 
or lack, at the heart of meaning production. It is an appropriate visual/ textual motto for 
producing work that aims at awkward exchange with its audience.  
Furthermore, the idea of images as a constellation finds strong parallels with cinematic 
montage. Jean Luc Godard, a keen proponent of a renewed montage approach, stated that 
“cinema is not about continuity, or the illusion created by the mechanical construction of a 
continuous movement; it is the succession of discontinuous moments and instants that creates 
cinema.” 57 Montage impacts narrative and representation. It could be argued that montage is 
more ‘real’ because it simultaneously reveals the impossibility of representation, its inherent 
discontinuity, and this in turn, formulates narrative expectations. My understanding of 
painting as constellation is very much montage-esque. 
Werner Herzog has described cinema as a vehicle for the revelation of “ecstatic truth”.58 
Other filmmakers, and particularly documentary filmmakers, in his view, make the mistake 
of conflating fact with truth. Herzog’s ‘ecstatic’ truth refers to a greater reality, a composite 
of instances, fragmentary representations of experiences and perspectives that reveal the truth 
that exists beyond mere facts.  
  
                                                 
57 David Sterritt, The Films of Jean-Luc Godard: Seeing the Invisible (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999). 41. 
58 Werner Herzog, Eric Ames, and Ebscohost, Werner Herzog: Interviews (Jackson: 
University Press of Mississippi, 2014). 67. 
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Conclusion 
What the films and film makers discussed in this paper have significantly in common, is a 
certain perspective on the nature and history of representation itself. They also evince a 
certain (self-)consciousness about how representation is ‘done’ and how this will impact 
meaning in the reception of a film. All the films I have mentioned, in various ways, blur the 
line or underscore the tension between, documentary and fiction as two supposedly distinct 
forms. This impacts upon narrative expectation and assumptions as far as such assumptions 
are based on the particular ways that experience is typically represented by each respective 
genre. This seems to hint at the ultimate failure of representation per se. This is foundational 
to the idea of painting as cinema and is also at the very heart of my conception of awkward 
exchange.  
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Figure 47. Collage (Pentagram of Madness) by author comprised of screenshots from La 
Terre de la Folie directed by Luc Moullet, 2009. 
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Figure 48. Collage (Luc and Catherine) by author comprised of screenshots from La Terre de 
la Folie directed by luc Moullet, 2009.  
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In/Conclusion 
From a preoccupation with, and prioritising of, uncertainty over all else, how is it possible to 
draw a true ‘conclusion’? Drawing many and contradictory conclusions would be more in 
line with my insistence on the value of multiple and divergent interpretive pathways to 
meaning. Indeed the positing of a conclusion as such - given the premise of this thesis -  is 
itself an awkward exchange.  
Wilhelm Sasnal was asked whether - rather than being only about the act of painting itself 
and therefore entirely self-referential – a painting can have something important to say? 
Sasnal responded that painting does, in fact, have something to say. However, he ultimately 
questioned the impact or scope of that ‘something’. Conceding that the power of architecture, 
cinema and literature is its potential to operate at the level of propaganda, to ‘change the 
world’, Sasnal sees painting as having “a much smaller blast radius. It matters, but on the 
micro-scale”.59 Earlier I described awkward exchange as a humble position of uncertain 
outcomes. Awkward exchange is also about an investment in this micro-scale, the limited 
blast radius of communicative agency. It still matters to ‘speak’ to one, ten or 500 people. 
My research, being implicitly concerned with the problematic relationship between text and 
art, between writing and painting, photography and cinema, has constituted its own awkward 
exchange. Awkward, because of the way each of these disparate forms conveys knowledge
differently.  
When you take a painting apart, separating it into discrete elements for analysis, or even if 
you regard the whole as an image that transmits a particular meaning, this is a very specific 
way of regarding it. This position is predicated on an historical assumption that visual 
representation is made up of legible signs that can be read in some straightforward way. But 
pivotal to my notion of awkward exchange is an awareness of the inherent convolution of 
images, the profundity of which is made clear by the following statement by Rabottini, 
“For centuries Western painting has been dominated by the structural metaphor of the 
window, of the afaccio, or position –  real and metaphorical – which, starting from the 
space of reality, projects the viewer into the space of the representation. And in a way 
this metaphor also accompanied and supported a kind of ‘munandization’ of vision, as 
if to root painting in a tangible space, one that is measurable and concrete, a space 
with continuity bwtween the experience of the world as a practicable space and its 
extension within the picture as perspective. However, the modern metaphor of the 
threshold establishes a relationship between the reality of the word and the reality of 
the picture based on a simultaneous accumulation of drifting and fractures. It is a 
relationship that contemplates both the osmosis between experience and 
representation, and their reciprocal dislocation, a relationship of proximity and 
distance, a dense, psychological, open relationship in which the world as we know it 
drowns”.60 
59 Eichler, Heiser, and Przywara. 
60 Man et al. 54. 
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Throughout this paper I have insisted upon a conception of images that accords with this 
sensibility. This attitude has allowed me to elaborate on the idea of an exhibition threshold in 
which single paintings can be regarded as thresholds in and of themselves. Collectively, as 
constellations, they contribute a liminal quality to the exhibition as a threshold also. In an 
awkward exchange across the space of the threshold, each aspect, each frame, as it were, has 
the opportunity to become an active participant in the reception and production of uncertain, 
undefined, knowledges and meanings.  
‘Meaning’ is also central to awkward exchange, particularly anxiety around meaning. What 
images mean, what paintings mean, and to whom, is equally dependent on what each means. 
When Avital Ronell talks about the universal desire that we, as people, have for meaning (or 
something like it) she does so with certain reservations about the promise of meaning per se, 
seeing it as a reductionist approach to what we see but cannot understand or make relatable. 
It is the ‘promise’ of meaning as an endgame, like the conclusion to an enquiry, that is 
potentially dangerous. More important rather are the processes we engage as a means of 
arriving there in that impossible certain place. A process of moving across a threshold, 
though uncertainty, towards an impossible place is what I hope to generate via the awkward 
exchanges my work offers. 
I have endeavoured to give some tangible sense of this threshold, in terms of both what 
crossing it might represent, and how it might feel. Across the threshold I invite my audience 
to take a personal and visceral, bodily relationship to the work, as I have done, to confront 
the source images and other material encompassed by it. From Verwoert I have taken away a 
sense of our mutual obligation within this resulting space, an obligation that is also a great 
privilege. It is a privilege to not know with certainty, to refuse to give way to a certainty that 
is imposed from without. It is a privilege to engage and respond, to make an investment in 
the promise of more uncertainty.  To admit to uncertainty is equivalent to having faith in a 
way, faith in one’s own capacity to move toward understanding. It is to live and be at home 
inside your own mind, taking leaps into many worlds and into something that can be shared 
between bodies and souls. 
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Figure 49. Godard, Jean Luc, dir. 2 or 3 Things I Know About Her. 1967; Randwick, NSW: 
Criterion Collection, 2018. DVD. (Screenshot by author). 
Figure 50. Werner Herzog, The Great Ecstasy of the Woodcarver Steiner, YouTube video, 
43:55, posted by “jessicabrr,” January 27, 2012. 
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APPENDIX (A) 
 
Sluicing 
—— 
The museum is expanding; 
Neighbouring itself. 
Catchments full to be decanted 
(some disgorged). 
It is in beweging, 
A slow motion, dictated by the 
Earth from which its sibling’s form 
Must now be cut. 
Runoff swaddled hoardings clad 
In renders so precise, 
Uncanny! this monumental plinth 
Flat Iron, Polenta Wedge 
A kind of inverted dome, or 
Partial suppository extracted and 
Placed upon the surface 
Again. 
Its fundament is a perfect circle 
To satellites, maybe, but 
From my seat a foreshortened 
Ellipse, flying saucer 
I think of Didion thinking of The Dam 
Strewn at its base 
A scattering of figures: layers laid. 
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Distinct scenes fused together 
From a single point for scale. 
So that a medieval crucifix 
Now floats, ascends, away. 
Some recline in grasses 
Not yet sown, and - 
With arms outstretched - 
Raise books above their heads like dancers, 
Careful to eclipse a burning disc 
Reflected on the structure’s skin. 
Others on the well hewn terp 
Propped up instead by elbows, 
Hunch shoulders, en bas 
And fall into the canal. 
The foreman, more deliberate 
Takes aim and reaches up to catch 
The eye of cranes that circle, 
His other hand directing cargo 
Deep into the dirt: a human conduit. 
All these borrowed limbs a threshold 
In this moat of current forming, 
A siphon snakes past frog kicks and 
I watch from three floors up 
While somehow still below the sea 
A Drowned World, dredged. 
 
Mitchel Cumming 
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